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CHENNAI: Indian fishermen sail on a boat to fish in the evening at Ennore creek on the outskirts of Chennai.  —AFP

Villagers accuse city of seizing water

Carrie Lam: Hong 
Kong’s divisive and 
pro-Beijing leader
HONG KONG: Carrie Lam vowed to heal divi-
sions when she became Hong Kong’s leader, but
her tenure has thrust the financial hub into
unprecedented turmoil, sparking huge protests
that saw parliament ransacked and leaving the
city more divided than ever. The 62-year-old
devout Catholic took over in March 2017, but was
not popularly elected. Hong Kong’s leaders are
instead chosen by a 1,200 strong committee
stacked with Beijing loyalists, and Lam secured
777 votes - becoming the first woman elevated to
the city’s top job.

In her acceptance speech she vowed to be
more responsive to the city’s youngsters, who
have been at the forefront of a campaign for
greater democratic freedoms and measures to
combat rising inequality. “Hong Kong, our home,
is suffering from quite a serious divisiveness and
has accumulated a lot of frustrations,” she said in
her acceptance speech. “My priority will be to
heal the divide.” Two years on, Hong Kong is
more polarised than at any time in its recent his-
tory following three weeks of massive anti-gov-
ernment rallies.

Then on Monday night - the 22nd anniversary
of Hong Kong’s handover to China - thousands
of mostly young protesters rampaged through
parliament, scrawling graffiti on its walls, defac-
ing portraits of pro-Beijing lawmakers, and tear-

ing up the city’s constitution. When Lam
emerged in the early hours of Tuesday morning -
once police had taken back control of the build-
ing-she sent a stern message to the radicals,
condemning “the extreme use of violence” and
urging respect for the rule of law.

Critics say the blame for the unrest lies with
Lam, who has refused to make any major conces-
sions to the huge protests. “I think the chief exec-
utive and her governing team should ask them-
selves: what has led to this degree of violence?”
Anson Chan, Hong Kong’s chief secretary during
the handover, said yesterday.

“It is a combination of several years of injus-
tice... (and) a government that listens only to the
pro-Beijing party and ignores the rest of Hong
Kong people,” she told reporters. The immediate
spark for the current protests was a push by Lam
to fast track a bill allowing extraditions to main-
land China - a proposal she has since postponed,
but not permanently abandoned.  But the rallies
also reflected years of anger over how the city is
run by its pro-Beijing administrators.

When she took office, Lam was already
loathed by the city’s pro-democracy camp
because she had been deputy to her deeply
unpopular predecessor, CY Leung, during the
failed 2014 Umbrella Movement protests calling
for universal suffrage. Born into a low-income
family, Lam excelled both at her Catholic school
and university. She began her career in the
colonial civil service and rose through the ranks
in the post-handover period, earning herself a
reputation for being a fighter and committed
Beijing loyalist. 

Cruel nicknames
During the 2014 pro-democracy protests she

was often the face of the government, debating stu-
dent leaders and insisting their demands to directly
elect the city’s leader would not be met. When she
won the top job three years later, she said she
hoped to leave behind the political rancour of that
period. The rhetoric of Hong Kong’s political scene
is often unforgiving, and Lam has long faced unflat-
tering - and often misogynistic - insults. One of her
nicknames - a pun on her family name - was “lai-
ma” or wet nurse, a jibe over what her opponents
said was a fawning loyalty towards her former boss
Leung. After her appointment, detractors dubbed
her “777” - both a reference to the number of votes
she secured but also a cruel pun given the word for
seven in Cantonese sounds very close to a slang
term for male genitalia. —AFP

CHENNAI: In the small village of Bangarampettai, 20
miles from India’s manufacturing capital Chennai, about
150 people last month “captured” a water tanker, break-
ing its windscreen and deflating its tyres before handing
it over to a nearby police station. People living on the
outskirts of this southern Indian metropolis are blocking
roads and laying siege to tanker lorries because they fear
their water reserves are being sacrificed so city dwellers,
businesses and luxury hotels don’t run out.

“Private tankers have fitted more than eight bore wells
in our village and are indiscriminately extracting thousands
of litres of water every day,” the Bangarampettai villagers
wrote in a letter to a government official in the region a day
after they stopped the tanker. Bad water management and
a lack of rainfall mean that all four reservoirs that supply
Chennai, a carmaking centre dubbed “India’s Detroit”, have
run virtually dry this summer. That has forced some schools
to shut, companies to ask employees to work from home
and hotels to ration water for guests. Other Indian cities,
including the capital New Delhi and technology hub
Bengaluru, are also grappling with serious water shortages.
But the problem is most acute in Chennai, where local ten-
sions have been inflamed by the Tamil Nadu state govern-
ment tapping wells normally used for agriculture and vil-
lagers’ daily needs. In their letter, the Bangarampettai resi-
dents said they had petitioned government officials, includ-
ing the district’s top administrator, several times, but the
tankers keep returning.

“We don’t have water in one of the two water tanks in
the village now because the private tankers have been
extracting water day and night,” said S Arul, a local sign-
board painter. Groundwater levels in Chennai’s neighbour-
ing districts, Thiruvallur and Kancheepuram, fell at a faster
rate in May than the state average in districts excluding
Chennai, data from the state’s public works department
showed. Data for Chennai dis-
trict has not been made public.
The Kancheepuram district to
the southeast of the city, which
includes the factories of many
foreign automakers, saw
groundwater levels deplete
more than 6 ft (1.88 metres), or
three times the state average,
to about 20 ft during the year
ended May 2019, the data
showed. There is no sign yet
that the factories are having to
reduce production because of the shortage.

Dry lakes
M Jeeva, 27, who runs a hardware store near

Bangarampettai, said he followed trucks taking the vil-
lage’s water back into the city and found they mostly
supply hotels and companies. Two of the biggest lakes in
Thiruninravur, the nearest town to Bangarampettai, are

dry. When Reuters visited, a fishing boat could be seen
grounded and abandoned while children played cricket in
the middle of the dry lakebed.

In Poochi Athipedu, another village on the city’s out-
skirts, a local landowner S Ramesh allowed private
tankers to sink bore wells and extract water, leading to
protests by the local community. Ramesh said he was

paid up to 500 rupees ($7.20)
to fill a 12,000-litre water
tanker, but stopped selling
water after the protests.
Officials, though, say there is
no reason to be worried.

“Water is being extracted
only from regions within the
district where there is sufficient
water,” said Mageswari
Ravikumar, Thiruvallur’s top
administrative official, adding
that the district administration

had stopped some water tankers that were extracting
water illegally. Two state government officials said resi-
dents in at least three other villages in the district - where
much of the population relies on cultivating rice and sug-
ar cane - blocked roads in protest over worries about
falling groundwater levels.

And N Nijalingam, president of the South Chennai
Private Water Tankers Association, confirmed some

tankers have been chased away, while others have had
confrontations with angry crowds on the city’s outskirts.
More than 5,000 water tankers have been travelling
within a 35-mile (55-km) radius of the city to pick up
water for Chennai, he said.

Haphazard development
Like many Indian cities, Chennai’s growth over the

past 20 years has been rapid and haphazard. Its popula-
tion will have likely more than doubled to 10.7 million by
2020, from 4.6 million in 2011, according to the United
Nations. The Chennai municipality provides more than
half of the city’s water through piped supplies and
tankers hired by the authorities, with the rest handled by
private firms, according to Sekhar Raghavan, director of
the Chennai-based Rain Centre. Across the city’s poorer
suburbs, there are many signs of the shortage.

In Shanmugapuram, a suburb in the Thiruvallur district
located right beside one of Chennai’s biggest water
sources, women of all ages holding blue and green plastic
pots shouted slogans demanding water last week outside
a government office. At a water distribution point in
North Chennai, people crowded around taps, with some
arriving on the three-wheeler auto-rickshaws loaded with
as many pots and buckets as they could carry. The state
government last decade made it mandatory to install rain
water harvesting structures in new buildings, but locals
say it hasn’t been properly adopted. —Reuters

Angry villagers 
block roads,

chase tankers 
in protest

HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s Chief Executive Carrie
Lam speaks to the media at the police headquarters
in Hong Kong yesterday. —AFP

‘Hong Kong is not 
China’: Protests pose 
a major test for Xi
BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping faces a
major test in Hong Kong after protesters
stormed the semi-autonomous city’s legislature
and graffitied a defiant message on its walls:
“Hong Kong is not China”. Beijing has trod care-
fully since massive protests erupted last month
over a bill that would allow extraditions to the
mainland, voicing support for the Hong Kong
government without directly intervening and
blaming “foreign forces” for the unrest. But pro-
testers may have pushed Beijing’s patience to the
limit on Monday as they ransacked Hong Kong’s
legislature, hung the colonial-era flag in the
chamber and spray-painted anti-Beijing mes-
sages. “It is a blatant challenge to the ‘one coun-
try, two systems’ bottom line. We express our
vehement condemnation against this,” the Hong
Kong and Macao Affairs Office of the State
Council, China’s cabinet, said in a statement.

The protests came on the anniversary of the
1997 handover from colonial power Britain to
China, which gave Hong Kong its own system of
rule until 2047 - including rights such as free-
dom of speech and an independent judiciary
that are not enjoyed in mainland China. The
demonstrations follow years of rising concern
that the Communist-led mainland is chipping
away at the city’s special status.

“This is a direct challenge to Xi Jinping, the
Hong Kong government and the central govern-
ment,” Hua Po, a Beijing-based political observer
said. Xi, however, may have limited options as a
direct and harsh intervention would risk spook-
ing foreign investors in the global financial hub,
according to analysts. “Beijing needs to keep
Hong Kong as an attractive place for foreign
companies, for multi-nationals, as a financial
centre. So they can’t push too hard,” said Jean-
Pierre Cabestan, a China expert at Hong Kong
Baptist University.

State media coverage
For now, Beijing’s initial reaction was to call

for an investigation by Hong Kong authorities
into the “criminal responsibility of violent
offenders” and the restoration of social order “as
soon as possible”. China’s leaders have a deep
fear of any sort of public challenge to their
authority, and state media have avoided showing
images of the protests in recent weeks as cen-
sors have controlled online discussion of the
events. But yesterday state television showed
Hong Kong chief executive Carrie Lam’s press
conference, in which she condemned the use of
“violence” by protesters.

Footage of protesters defacing the legislature
was shown on the accounts of some media on
China’s Twitter-like Weibo platform, which is
tightly controlled by censors. “Communist Party
censors cannot risk mainland Chinese becoming
attracted to the Hong Kong alternative or the
communist regime will be imperilled,” said Don
Tse, lead researcher at SinoInsider, a China
political risk consultancy. —AFP


